
















































































































































































































1 Pepe the Frog is a “sad frog” that originated as a cartoon character. The frog became 
repurposed on the internet as a meme, with individuals adding text to the picture of Pepe that was 
designed to be funny and/or to make a statement. Although the meme originally was used largely 
in non-racist ways, as the meme became popular on 4chan, 8chan, and Reddit it became widely 










































































































































































































































2 Although there is evidence of the prevalence of right-wing extremists on the /pol/ forum, it 
would be inaccurate to assume every individual on /pol/ is a right-wing extremist. Therefore, 
although I believe my analysis is reflective of right-wing extremist ideology and tactics, I will 
label users of the forum throughout this paper according to the only label they self-identify as, 






























































































































































as	 humorous.	 The	 next	 statement	 below,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	was	 coded	 as	 a	 non-humorous	
comment.		
																																																						
3 I have decided to leave in typographical errors when replicating quotes from 4chan for the 






































































































































































































































5 Carets (>) used within 4chan comments indicate that the following sentences are taken from 










































































































































































































































Irony	 6%	 -7%	 8%	 -5%	 20%	 7%	 17%	 4%	 12%	 -1%	
Ridicule	 31%	 -14%	 54%	 9%	 40%	 -5%	 50%	 5%	 52%	 7%	
Exaggeration	 25%	 7%	 18%	 0%	 20%	 2%	 8%	 -10%	 20%	 2%	
Wordplay	 25%	 8%	 14%	 -3%	 20%	 3%	 17%	 0%	 8%	 -9%	

























































































8 The Happy Merchant is recognized by the ADL as a hate symbol. It features a stereotyped 
Jewish man with exaggerated features rubbing his hands together greedily. The meme originated 
from late 20th century cartoons drawn by Nick Bougas, many of which were anti-Semitic and 
appeared in white supremacy newsletters (ADL n.d.b).  
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Figure	18:	The	Happy	Merchant	meme	from	2014.	
	
Figure	19:	Pepe	the	Frog	meme	from	2018.	In	this	image,	Pepe	the	Frog	is	also	using	the	“okay”	
hand	gesture,	a	symbol	that	was	repurposed	as	a	white	supremacy	symbol	in	2017	as	a	result	of	
a	4chan	hoax.	
	
Interestingly,	while	The	Happy	Merchant	meme	clearly	has	a	racist	meaning,	Pepe	the	Frog	was	
not	considered	a	hate	symbol	until	2016	when	it	was	overwhelmingly	taken	over	by	white	
supremacists	on	4chan	(ADL	n.d.b.).	While	The	Happy	Merchant	was	almost	always	
accompanied	by	text,	Pepe	the	Frog	images	were	often	stand-alone,	especially	in	2018,	
breaking	the	traditional	meme	format	combining	text	and	image.	This	indicates	an	awareness	
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of	the	power	4chan	users	have,	that	an	anonymous	community	could	transform	a	frog	cartoon	
into	a	white	supremacy	symbol.	The	lack	of	a	traditional	meme	format	seems	to	be	a	subtle	
brag	that	the	intention	of	this	unassuming	image	is	understood	despite	the	lack	of	words.		
	
Discussion		
Social	Movements	
While	some	comments	and	images	assert	a	positon	of	power	over	other	groups,	other	
comments	and	images	demonstrate	a	fear	of	those	groups	taking	over.	My	analysis	confirmed	
both	observations	by	Cunningham	(2018)	about	the	rise	of	social	movements.	When	/pol/	users	
feel	threatened	by	groups	they	consider	“other,”	they	post	more	images	and	memes	displaying	
this	fear	and	attacking	the	“other”	groups.	This	can	be	seen	in	the	racial	attacks	levied	at	
President	Obama	when	he	was	in	office.	When	there	is	a	perceived	political	opportunity,	there	
are	also	posts	and	images	reveling	in	this	and	asserting	dominance.	According	to	Cunningham	
(2018)	and	Greene	(2019),	when	President	Trump	took	office	there	was	an	increase	in	far-right	
extremist	attacks,	indicating	that	these	groups	were	likely	emboldened.		
	
In	this	study,	there	was	no	direct	evidence	on	the	4chan	/pol/	forum	of	recruiting	or	planning	
and	organizing	far-right	extremist	attacks.	A	potential	reason	for	this	could	be	the	strong	value	
4chan	users	place	on	the	anonymous	community.	Those	choosing	to	reveal	their	identities	are	
often	vilified	(Ludemann	2018).	Therefore,	planning	by	far-right	extremist	groups	likely	takes	
place	on	other	platforms.	The	4chan	/pol/	forum	is	not	a	closed-off	community	and	information	
easily	leaks	to	non-anonymous	platforms,	as	exemplified	by	the	prevalence	of	hoaxes	and	
	 58	
conspiracy	theories	that	eventually	make	their	way	from	4chan	to	main	stream	media	(ADL	
2018;	ADL	n.d.a.;	ADL	n.d.b;	Greene	2019).	
	
Humor	and	Identity	
The	primary	function	of	politically-incorrect	comments	on	the	4chan	/pol/	forum,	based	on	my	
analysis,	does	not	seem	to	be	recruiting	for	extremist	groups.	Instead,	it	seems	to	be	to	create	
an	in-group-mentality	among	users,	who	face	little	challenge	to	their	extremist	ideas.	One	way	
to	strengthen	an	in-group	mentality	is	through	humor	(Beasley	2019;	Martin	2007).	The	desire	
of	those	on	the	4chan	/pol/	forum	to	take	over	symbols,	such	as	Pepe	the	Frog,	either	as	a	
collective	prank	or	desire	for	power,	demonstrates	the	importance	of	humor	and	identity	to	
those	on	the	/pol/	forum,	and	perhaps	those	also	prescribing	to	the	right-wing	extremist	
community	(ADL	n.d.a.).	
	
While	it	is	easy	to	see	how	photos	and	comments	on	the	/pol/	forum	are	used	as	a	bonding	
mechanism,	it	was	harder	to	decipher	from	this	study	if	another	reason	for	high	humor	usage	
might	be	as	a	coping	mechanism	for	individuals	who	otherwise	only	think	about	hate.	As	
demonstrated	by	Trnka	(2011),	who	conducted	an	ethnographical	account	of	humor	usage	
following	a	coup	in	Fiji,	humor	is	used	to	cope	during	times	of	fear	and	anger.	The	humor	used	
on	the	/pol/	forum	may	be	a	coping	mechanism	for	individuals	who	fear,	and	are	angered	by,	
the	presence	of	those	they	see	as	“other”.	Unfortunately,	as	a	result	of	the	anonymity	of	the	
4chan	community,	conducting	interviews	or	ethnographical	accounts	aimed	at	deciphering	the	
true	intention	behind	humor	usage	is	extremely	difficult.	
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Future	Research	
Archived	4chan	data	is	a	unique	dataset	for	sociologists	to	study	as	a	result	of	the	changed	
behavior	anonymity	may	encourage.	Already	there	is	increased	interest	in	researching	4chan.	
Early	in	2020,	after	the	analysis	of	this	paper	was	conducted,	Papasavva	et.	al,	(2020)	released	a	
dataset	of	/pol/	posts	(excluding	posted	images)	spanning	from	June	2016-November	2019,	
paving	the	way	for	future	analysis.	It	is	important	to	continue	to	study	politically-incorrect	
rhetoric	on	online	communities	where	right-wing	extremists	may	exist,	as	terrorist	attacks	
committed	by	these	groups	are	prevalent	and	underreported	(Kearns	et	al.	2019).	Unique	
changes	in	behavior,	such	as	humor	usage,	is	vital	to	a	complete	understating	of	how	extremist	
individuals	and	groups	think.	Eventually	I	hope	that	continued	study	of	these	groups	and	their	
“headspace,”	as	one	known	white-supremacist	calls	it,	will	help	others	counter	
communications,	thought	patterns,	and	actions	of	right-wing	extremists	(Greene	2019).	
Additionally,	studies	like	this	which	engage	with	multiple	methods	are	particularly	important	as	
an	increased	reliance	on	artificial	intelligence,	such	as	topic	modeling,	often	fails	to	adequately	
capture	humor.	
	
Conclusion	
4chan	/pol/	forum,	likely	as	a	result	of	the	anonymous	nature	of	the	community,	fosters	many	
racist,	violent,	and	bigoted	right-wing	ideas	which	are	often	expressed	with	varying	types	of	
humor.	This	humor	has	been	weaponized	in	the	past	to	take	over	symbols	and	memes,	and	is	
likely	a	bonding	mechanism	for	those	wishing	to	become	part	of	an	in-group	on	the	/pol/	
forum.	Although	arguments	and	discussions	are	common	on	4chan,	almost	no	comments	
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express	explicit	disdain	for	politically-incorrect	terminology	and	right-wing	ideology.	There	is,	
however,	a	difference	in	the	way	different	extremist	topics	are	discussed	with	humor.	
	
Both	images	and	text	are	used	for	intended	humorous	and	politically-incorrect	purposes	on	
4chan.	There	were	only	slight	differences	in	humor	types	and	topics	between	2014	and	2018.	
There	was	a	slight	increase	in	politically-incorrect	content	with	humor	usage	from	2014	to	2018.	
I	expected	a	larger	increase	in	humor	usage	and	politically-incorrect	content.	However,	
journalistic	evidence	has	indicated	that	the	biggest	change	in	politically-incorrect	content	and	
the	weaponization	of	humor	in	the	/pol/	forum	occurred	in	2012	(Reitman	2018).	The	lack	of	
change	in	humor	usage	and	politically-incorrect	content	since	then	could	indicate	a	stabilized	
ideology,	at	least	on	4chan,	that	has	remained	relatively	consistent	since	2014	even	through	
differing	political	situations.	If	/pol/	users	continue	to	behave	the	way	they	have	in	the	past	
eight	years,	and	as	long	as	they	continue	to	recognize	the	power	they	have	to	overtake	
mainstream	symbols,	the	weaponization	and	usage	of	humor	users	to	foster	a	right-wing	in-
group	identity	is	here	to	stay.	It	is	important	to	continue	to	understand	outlets	such	as	the	
4chan	/pol/	forum,	where	right-wing	extremist	ideology	seems	prevalent,	in	order	to	stop	the	
infiltration	of	extremist	humor,	rhetoric,	and	hoaxes	in	mainstream	media.		
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